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The Common Garden Mole in Iowa
Abstract
While moles do not feed upon vegetable matter to any serious extent, confining themselves chiefly to
earthworms and Insects that Inhabit the ground, yet they may be looked upon as undesirable Intruders In
lawns and gardens. In their burrowing back and forth they often do considerable damage by heaving up t.he
soil and undermining plants. It Is for the latter reasons that gardeners are usually eager to get rid of moles and
many Inquiries as to the best methods for controlling these pests come regularly to the Entomology section of
the Experiment Station. They maybe disposed of by the methods suggested In this circular, which also deals
briefly with their feeding and other habits.
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Ames, Iowa, January, 1924 Circular No. 8S 
IOWA AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION 
ENTOMOLOGY SECTION 
THE COMMON GARDEN MOLE 
IN IOWA 
BY E. E. DU:'>XA:Il 
'Vhile moles do not feed upon vegetable matter to any serious extent, 
confining themselves chiefly to earthworms and Insects that Inhabit 
the ground, yet they may be looked upon as undesirable Intruders In 
lawns and gardens. In their burrowing back and forth they often do 
Fig. 1. Front view of common gar-
den mole showing Its abort, stout front 
legs. 
considerable damage by heavln;; 
up t.he soil and undermining plants. 
It Is for the latter reasons that gar-
deners are usually eager to get rid 
of moles and many Inquiries as to 
the best methods for controlling 
these pests come regularly to the 
Entomology section of the Experi-
ment Station. They may be dis· 
posed of by the methods suggested 
In this circular, which also deals 
briefly with their feeding and other 
habits. 
The common garden molet of the 
':!astern United States Is widely dis-
tributed south of New England, 
New York, Michigan, and central 
Minnesota, except In the mountain 
regions. There are five recognized 
groups of true moles within the boundaries of the United States. Two 
of these are confined to the area west of the Rocky Mountains and three 
over the section mostly east of the lOOth meridian, extending from 
Canada to the Gulf of 1\lexlco. In the mountain districts and In the 
greater part of Pennsylvania, New York, and New England the common 
mole Is replaced by the star-nosed mole2 and the Brewer mole~. The 
Townsend m o 1 e• 
of the P a c I ft c 
coast Is the larg-
est of Its kind on 
the western contl· 
nent. 
DESCRIPTIOS OF 
ADULT 
The common 
garden mole I s 
seen so s e 1 d o m 
that It Is often 
1. Sealopsua aquatieus machrinus (Ref.). 
2. Condylura cristata (Linn). 
Fig. 2. Side view of mole. 
3. Pal'1l5Calopus brewer! (Bach). 
~. Seapanus townsendii (Bach). 
FiJ:. 3. Cros~ section or runwny and nCJt, showinJt young, or common garden mole. 
confused with other small animals. It can, however, be readily recog-
nized by Its short, stout, front legs ending In broad, rounded hands with 
palms turning outward. It has Illushllke fur, a pointed snout and a 
short tall (see figs. 1 and 2). 
HABITS 
The common garden mole lives almost entirely underground and If 
It ever ventures out of its tunnels It Is perhaps chiefly at night. The 
courses of Its tunnels are Indicated by the little ridges which are 
formed when the little animal makes its hunting paths just beneath 
the sod or soil. It seldom builds mounds excepting when deeper tun-
neling Is carried on, and this usually indicates the nesting and breed· 
lng place. The den Is generally located about the center of its hunting 
ground, and Is constructed by enlarging one of the deeper burrows 
which, In most cases, is four or five inches in diameter and from four 
to twelve inches In depth. The nest (fig. 3) Is rudely constructed of 
dead grasses and fine roots and In it the young, usually four In number, 
are brought forth early in the spring, in the latter part of l\larch. 
It appears that moles are as active at one time of the day as at an· 
other. If an opening Is made in a runway, the little animal will repair 
It the next time it happens to come along. In this manner it is possible 
to gain some idea as to Its habits. According to the writer's observa-
tions moles are never dormant and are active the year round, espe· 
cially in the regions of mild climates. In the colder parts of the coun· 
try they are active thruout the year but work below the frost line dur-
Ing the winter. 
NATURAL FOOD 
An examination of ninety-one stomachs of the common garden mole 
collected at Ames, by the author, demonstrates that earthworms and 
beetle larvae constitute the bulk of their foods. Slugs, grasshopper 
eggs, beetles, millipedes and centipedes also form a small portion. Only 
a small percentage of vegetable matter was found in a few of the stom-
achs examined. 
MOLES AS PESTS 
All moles of the United States live chiefly upon earthworms and in· 
sects that inhabit the ground. To the extent that they destroy harmful 
insects they are beneficial to the farmer, yet they are very undesirable 
intruders, for they often work in lawns and gardens, doing consider-
able damage by heaving up soil and undermining plants. 
HOW TO CONTROL THE l\IOLE 
·when it is desirable to destroy moles trapping was found to be the 
most effective method. Last fall the writer tested out three different 
styles of traps (fig. 4, A, B, C.) on the campus at Iowa State College, 
where moles were doing considerable damage. No doubt the majority 
of mole traps which are on the market today are more or less effective, 
depending to a great extent on the manner in which they are placed 
.B 
A 
Fig. 4. Three types or m'lle traps. (A) The harpoon trap; (B) the scis•or-jaw trap; 
"(C) the loop or choker trap. 
and the type of soil. In 
the vicinity of Ames the 
loop or choker trap (fig. 
4, C) has been found to 
be by far the most effec-
t i v e type If properly 
p 1 ace d. During the 
month of November, 
1922, 75 moles were 
trapped, 70 of which 
were caught in four of 
the choker or 1 o o p 
traps, and five in two 
of the harpoon type 
traps (fig. 4, A). No 
moles were caught In 
the two scissor-jaw 
Fig. 6. The loop or choke trnp. with its victim. traps which were being 
tested out (fig. 2, B). It 
seems that the nature of the soil, no matter how loose, prevents this 
last trap mentioned from acting as quickly as it should when it is 
sprung by the mole, therefore letting the mole pass on. 
WHERE TO TRAP 
The best locations to place loop or choker traps are found by open-
Ing several runways and noting which tunnels are repaired first, the 
traps should then be set in the newly reconstructed burrows. As the 
accompanying figure (fig. 4, C) shows, this type has a pair of wire 
loops which encircle the burrow when the trap is set. No part of the 
trap should be In the runway Itself, as an intrusion of this sort will 
almost Invariably excite the natural suspicion of the animal and cause 
It to burrow around or beneath e\·en a slight obstruction. 
To place the traps the soil should be removed well down to the roof 
or the burrow, making the area large enough for the entire trap, then 
set and press the loops well below the bed of the runway. When this is 
done see that the trap will spring easily, fill In the soil, taking care not 
to pack It very tightly excepting under the trigger pan. This method 
will Invariably create less suspicion than pressing the loops down thru 
and beneath the runway according to directions which usually come 
with traps. After a mole has been caught (fig. 5) it Is best to move the 
trap, since a runway Is rarely used by more than one mole. It Is also 
advisable to visit the traps twice a day as moles are active both day and 
night. 
The names of dealers supplying the different styles of traps will be 
sent to anyone upon application to the Entomology Section of the Agri-
cultural Experiment Station, Ames, Iowa. 
